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Much has been written during the last thirty years about the Du Boisian concept .
of double-consciousness. New insights and a better understanding of the basic issues
involved in this pivotal concept in African-American thought have been achieved.
However, it has also become evident that the crucial questions surrounding the concept
are much more complex in their ramification than they appear to be at first sight. In order
· to truly understand and appreciate African-American literature, one must first examine
and embrace the fact that he ·suffers from a continuous identity crisis. Du Bois assets that
the African-American is a "sort of seventh so~ born with a veil and gifted with a secondsight in this American world ... " (Du Bois 2). This statement suggests that the AfricanAmerican has the ability to recognize the injustices in White America, yet he is still able
to survive, in spite of the odds that against him. The double-consciousness motif has been
primarily used to designate a variety of negative feelings and conditions, from an
awareness of one's status as an "outsider" to a severe confusion in which one lacks the
energy to relate either to himself or to the larger world around him.
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The purpose of this study is to substantiate the identity quest, psychological and
social fragmentation of the African-American as is depicted in Richard Wright's Native
Son. In analyzing the significance of the African Diaspora and African-American

literature to the American literary canon, emphasis will be placed on the duality of the
African-American as well as his constant search for his lost identity. This quest for
identity will then be applied to the primary text, Native Son. Through careful and
thorough textual evaluation, the psychological realms of sexuality and self will be
explored. Usage of these theories will further illustrate the reality of the psychologically
impaired African-American.
This study will focus on the identity crisis and double-consciousness of the
African-American as delineated in Native Son. In doing so, it is essential to provide a
definition of double-consciousness and identity. In defining these terms, the works of
various scholars such as W.E.B. Du Bois, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and John Hope
Franklin will be examined. Primary texts, literary anthologies, biographies, historical,
and literary critiques will be reviewed. The significance of Native Son and the writings of
W.E.B. Du Bois will provide the foundation of the argument for the psychologically
impaired and doubly conscious African-American.
The plight of the African-American is worthy of representation in the literary
world. Functioning as society's mirror, literature evolves as a legitimate instrument of
evaluation and expression in the United States of America. Thus, in order to learn from
past mistakes, America needs to interweave African-American literature into her cultural
and literary tapestries. Good literature is pragmatic and useful. Therefore, it is the
literary artist's duty to correct any social injustices by protesting and providing solutions.

3

Since Wright's book not only possesses verisimilitude but also addresses the social
injustices that the African faces in America, Native Son is considered good literature.
Thus, this particular literary work should be used as a research tool when a scholar
engages in historical, psychosocial, linguistic, and literary analysis.
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CHAPTERl
INTRODUCTION

Richard Wright is one of the most prolific writers of an original and innovative
genius which the American literary canon has afforded. Born in Natchez, Mississippi on
September 4, 1908, Wright began life in the same manner as his hero, Bigger Thomas.
Despoiled, impoverished and discriminated against, Wright spent much of his early
childhood in pain, fear and shame. His South, like that ofBigger's South, deprived him
of a wholesome childhood. Like Bigger Thomas, Wright was constantly buffeted by his
grandmother and Caucasian-Americans for trying to combat segregation and racism.
Through Bigger's character, one is able to identify and understand the autobiographical
nature of Richard Wright's novel, Native Son.

In order to truly understand and appreciate African-American literature, one must
first examine and embrace the fact that he suffers from a continuous identity crisis. One
must then research and analyze the cause for such psychological decay. In short, one
must become better acquainted with the concept of double consciousness. The world
renowned scholar, author, and historian, W.E.B. Du Bois, is credited for coining the term

double consciousness, which is defined as the African-American's tendency to view
himself through the eyes of Caucasian-Americans (Du Bois 1-7). In The Souls of Black

Folks, Du Bois asserts that the African-American's African self constantly seeks to
dominate his American self and vice versa. In essence, the African-American has two
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a friend of yours" ---make him only more confused. That same extreme awareness which
he attributes to Mrs. Dalton, he also attributes to Mary (Morton 15-20). "He felt that she
knew every feeling and thought he had at that moment and he turned his head away in
confusion." Again, Bigger attributes the omnipotent quality of knowing everything and
everyone to the "god-like" Dalton family.
However, without the influence of her mother, the watchful face of judgment,
Bigger begins to allow Mary's uncritical treatment of him gradually to penetrate the
barrier he automatically erects in the presence of Caucasian-Americans
She was an odd girl, all right. He felt something
in her over and above the fear she inspired in him.
She responded to him as if he were human, as if
he lived in the same world as she. And he had
never felt that before in a white person. But why?
Was this some kind of game? The guarded feeling
of freedom he had while listening to her was tangled
with the hard fact that she was white and rich, a part
of the world of people who told him what he could and
could not do (Wright 66).
Though still uncertain, he begins to allow himself to see what she can represent to him.
Just as Mrs. Dalton personifies judgment, Mary personifies temptation, the quality which
the movies and other media clothe her.
The face of judgment is represented not only by Mrs. Dalton but by Mary's own

36
face, the effect of which is mitigated by both her acceptance of him and her Communism.
The connection between her acceptance of him and her Communism becomes evident as
the night continues. Both this acceptance and Communism are represented by the liquor
with which she and Jan become increasingly intoxicated as their idealistic conversation.
The Communism has the same nullifying effect on any tendency to discriminate as the
liquor has on her mind. It is as if Communism robs her of her cognitive processes just as
the liquor does- so that Bigger no longer sees her as the watching, judging face-and
leaves her unguarded. After Jan leaves, it is this body of temptation that Bigger finds
himself with, without a watching face to hinder his desires (James 15). Only with the
feeling of being unsupervised can he find the courage to offend a white person, to violate
the ultimate taboo. As he begins to fondle Mary in her bedroom, that face of judgment
returns in the form of the "white blur" in the doorway, Mrs. Dalton. His murder of Mary
indicates the depth of terror in the presence of this face.
When he realizes what he has done, that feeling of exposure returns to him. "The
reality of the room fell from him; the vast city of white people that sprawled outside took
its place. As he pushes Mary's body into the furnace, he feels as if Mrs. Dalton appears
to watch him, for "two green, burning pools-pools of accusation and guilt-stared at
him from a white blur." When these pools prove to be the uncomprehending eyes of the
white cat, the extent ofBigger's irrationality is indicated by his urge to throw it into the
furnace with Mary. In his own house the next morning, he resents his family members
even more because they are always too close to him, so close that he could never have
any space of his own.
Slowly, his apprehension fades as Bigger becomes aware that the murder which
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occurred on the previous night has somehow changed him (Stewart 93-104). This
change represents his loss of innocence and the now dominant reality of his will. It is as
if these events have opened his eyes to things that have always been a part of his life, but he
has never really seen before. As he looks around his room, "seeing it for the first time" the
poverty he has become inured to now becomes insufferable in contrast to the wealth of the
Daltons. Bigger's lack of privacy is in stark contrast to the privacy that each member of the
Dalton family is able to enjoy.
Here all slept in one room; there he would have a
room for himself alone. He smelled food cooking
and remembered that one could not smell food
cooking in the Dalton home; pots could be heard rattling
all over the house. Each person lived in one room and had
a little world all his own (Wright 100).
He realizes for the first time that the real difference between the Daltons and his
family is one of attitude. It is by bold action, unhindered by questions of morality, that
the Dalton's have achieved their success. Conversely, it is the reluctance to act that locks
his family into poverty.
Why did he and his folks have to live like this? What
had they ever done? Perhaps they had not done anything.
Maybe they had to live this way precisely because none of
them in all their lives had ever done anything, right or
wrong, that ever mattered much (Wright 100).
Though it was an accident, enacted in terror, the murder becomes in Bigger's

38
mind, an example of such bold action. It makes him different from his family. He no
longer has the sense of exposure he usually has in his home, for now that he has
committed the murder, it is as ifhe carries some of the privacy of the Dalton home
around with him.
The thought of what he had done ... formed for him
for the first time in his fear-ridden life a barrier of
protection between him and the world he feared ... He
had a natural was from behind which he could look
at them (Wright 101).

In order for the murder to create a wall of privacy, Bigger must see it as an act of
will. While an accident of fear would have been characteristic of this meek family, to
Bigger the fact that the murder was an accident becomes inconsequential. The result of
that accident fulfills a will that his family could never possess (James 30).
Though he had killed by accident, not once did he feel
the need to tell himself that it had been an accident. .. And
in a certain sense, he knew that the girl's death had not
been accidental. He had killed many times before, only
on those other times there had been no handy victim or
circumstance to make visible or dramatic his will to kill.
No; it was no accident, and he would never say it was
(Wright 101).

In the murder he acted out of emergence of his will. It is as ifby killing Mary, he
has finally both punished one of the people he truly hates and, in a way that goes beyond

39
the sexual, possessed someone who represents all the wealth and beauty of a people who
have always excluded him. As Noel Schraufnagel writes, "The beheading and burning of
Mary Dalton is a violation of white woman hood-a sexual act that is comparable to the
rape that is assumed but never took place" (Schraufnagel 28). Symbolically, he has
removed all that makes him afraid to take what he wants from the white world when he
severed her head- the face of judgment-from her body-the body of temptation. It is as
if the fire of will which rages in his stomach becomes externalized in the form of the
furnace and his ultimate possession of Mary is acted out when he shoved her body into
the flames . Michel Fabre sees this meaning also and writes, " ... the place where
combustibles are stored corresponds to the lower regions of the subconscious, to the
deepest instincts .... "
This is where the meaning of the image of blindness is of crucial importance.
With a literary work that is so obviously critical of racism, many interpreters are perhaps
too quick to reach for racism as an explanation of the narrative's complexities, such as
the image of blindness. Nagel writes," ... blindness is operative throughout the novel as a
metaphor of a lack of understanding and a tendency to generalize individuals on the basis
ofrace" (109-110). He adds that Mrs. Dalton is blind "in that she has virtually no insight
into the realities of Negro life in Chicago." Edward Margolies asserts, " . .. the metaphor
that Wright uses best to illustrate the relationship between the races is blindness "
(Margolies 110).
However, this blindness characterizes the relationship not only between the races,
but within the black race, for Bigger's family is also blind to him. One might argue that
this indicates merely that Bigger's family members have accepted the view of themselves
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that the white racists have forced upon them, that they are prejudiced against themselves;
however, this blindness is described as comforting to them (Stewart 94-95). It is unlikely
that they would take comfort in the racist views that Caucasian-Americans have of them.
It is more likely that, though between the races, racism may add to the confusion.

The image of blindness has a quite different meaning, one that is central to Bigger's new
view of the murder. This new view makes him aware of a dramatic reversal that
occurs in his relationship with Mrs. Dalton. Having murdered Mary while her mother
stood in the same room oblivious to the horror that was taking place before her eyes,
Bigger becomes for the first time, fully aware, even in that irrational region his mind, that
it is Mrs. Dalton, not he, who is blind. More importantly, he realizes that this blindness is
a failure not of the eye but of the spirit. Mrs. Dalton believes that the world is a basically
good place, where evil is so minor that it is easily corrected with mild punishment and
small acts of kindness. In order to keep this comforting view of life, she must not allow
herself to see great evil, even when it appears before her eyes. This is the real reason she
does not see Bigger as he smothers Mary to death. Her true handicap is not blindness,
but innocence. Nagel concurs with this view, at least in part, when he writes, "In fact,
until the first murder, Bigger is as blind as anyone" (Nagel 111). He terms the murder "a
moment of recognition" in the classic senses.
This "recognition" sheds new light on his relationship not only with Mrs. Dalton,
but also with the whole world. Having learned the secret to her blindness, he now sees
the "Mrs. Dalton" in his family. The other members of his family share that world that
Mrs. Dalton inhabits and they too refuse to acknowledge anything that would disturb
their comfortable sphere. Like Mrs. Dalton, they pay a price for their peaceful and happy

41
lifestyle. Because they choose innocence over awareness, spiritually, they are just as
blind as she:
He felt in the quiet presence of his mother, brother and
sister a force, inarticulate and unconscious, making for
living without thinking, making for peace and habit,
making for a hope that blinded. He felt that they wanted
and yearned to see life in a certain way; they needed a
certain way; they needed a certain picture of the world;
there was one way of living they preferred above all others;
and they were blind to what did not fit.
This evil, which they cannot see, is to Bigger, like a deep lake to a man who has
always been afraid of water. Now that he had accidentally fallen in and discovered that
he can swim, he is eager to explore these new depths more thoroughly. What seems to
have occurred in Bigger's psyche that fateful night is that the death of innocence, the
birth of desire. He no longer fears the trouble that desire might get him into, for now he
knows that the eyes of judgment are blind.

CHAPTER4
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Richard Wright was born in rural Mississippi in September of 1908. Wright was
born into a state that had the highest African-American population in the nation and until
World War II, African-Americans actually outnumbered whites. Mississippi, a rural
state, depended on cotton as its major cash crop. No city in this state consisted of a
population of one hundred thousand people. In this type of environment, the shadow of
the slave plantation was quite evident and serves as a backdrop for all of Wright's novels,
including Native Son. Public education for African-Americans was nonexistent or
marginal, at best. This was a world that Wright was determined to overcome, to rebel
against, in order to be the creative writer he wanted to be. Like Wright, Bigger Thomas,
Native Son's protagonist, is determined to rebel against his family, the larger African-

American community and the oppressive Caucasian world in order to develop a sense of
self. In essence, he is attempting to change his psychologically fragmented existence and
become a whole person. This chapter focuses on the societal forces that shape Bigger's
social and psychological selves, including the economic aspects that are encoded in
Wright's Native Son.
Paul Hoch, in his thorough analysis of the text, focuses on the recurrent
psychological use of fire as a controlling metaphor in the novel and in the development of
Bigger's sense of self (Hoch 23-24). For example, the burning sensation that Bigger feels
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raging in his stomach symbolizes his hatred for the Caucasian American and himself. He
says, "Every time I think about it I feel like somebody's poking a red-hot iron down my
throat" (Wright 6). In this particular context, the color red not only symbolizes Bigger's
hatred, inner turmoil and anger but it also foreshadows the eventual murder of Mary
Dalton. The color red also represents the shedding of blood and death in Native Son.
Later Bigger says, "Whites live right down here in my stomach .. .It's like fire." Bigger's
entire existence can be paralleled to the roaring furnace that consumes Mary Dalton's
body.
While the recurrent psychological use of fire is important and relevant to the
evaluation of Native Son, it is also vital for one to read the text in relation to the AfricanAmerican community and the larger Caucasian formation as an act of rebellion. Like
Wright, Bigger examines African-American life and concludes that he will not accept the
predestined failure that the western world is so anxious to dispense to him. Bigger's
character proves to be the antithesis of his brother, Buddy's, who accepts the standards
that are created by his family, the African-American community and most obviously, the
Caucasian-American. Bigger vows that he will not allow anyone, including his family
and the African-American community, to hinder him from enjoying some of the fruits of
the larger society. Like the novel, Black Boy, Native Son is not only autobiographical but
also renders judgment on his environment. Wright says:
I wrote the book to tell a series of incidents strung
through my childhood, but the main desire was to
render a judgment on my environment .. .that judgemeant was this: the environment of the South creates
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is too small to nourish human beings, especially
Negro human beings. Some may escape the general
plights and grow up, but it is a matter of luck and I
think it should be a matter of plan. It should be a
matter of saving the citizens of our country for our
country (Rowley 50-52).

In essence, Wright encourages members of the African-American community to fight
against racism and their right to be treated as American citizens. Bigger Thomas's
character is essentially, the embodiment of Richard Wright. Bigger also decides that he
will fight against the world in which he is born and will not accept it at face value. Albert
Camus' poem, "The Rebel" is, perhaps the best representation of the rebellious ideology
of Bigger Thomas and Richard Wright. The poem is as follows:

In order to exist, man must rebel, but rebellion must respect
the limits that it discovers in itself-limits where minds meet
and, in meeting, begin to exist.

Rebellion is the common ground on which every man bases
his first values. I rebel- therefore we exist.

Every act of rebellion expresses a nostalgia for innocence and
an appeal to the essence of being (Camus 5).
The fact that the African-American's social self is shaped by the converging forces of
family, the larger black communities and the western world, become evident through
their depiction in the African-American autobiography. Both Richard Wright and Bigger
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Thomas are incensed when other African-Americans are not as similarly sensitive to the
injustices around them. Wright feels that African-Americans should be in a constant state
of rebellion because their basic rights are denied. Wright says of Bigger Thomas: "He
hated his family because he knew that they were suffering and that he was powerless to
help them" (Wright 3). He knew that the "moment he allowed himself to feel its fullness
how they lived, the shame and misery of their lives, he would be swept out of himself
with fear and despair .... " Because Bigger lives a dual existence, he is unable to detach
himself from or live in the world that has been created for him by Caucasian-Americans.

It is as though Bigger is a caged animal who constantly fights against himself and the
environment that surrounds him.
Moreover, one must evaluate the roles and the ideologies of masculinity in order
to better und~rstand and appreciate Native Son. In studying masculinity and its
definition, one must first, according to Dr. Raymond Zimmerman, "study the
representations which correspond to the prevailing cultural definition of masculinity" or
what Robert Connell refers to as "hegemonic masculinity," a term which Sabo and
London define as follows (Zimmerman 50-51 ):
The prevailing cultural definitions of masculinity or

hegemonic masculinity are essentially ideological
constructions that serve the interests of dominant male
groups. Hegemonic masculinity reflects, supports and
actively cultivates gender inequality (i.e., men's domination
of women), but it also allows elite males to extend their
influence and control over lesser status males within what
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Sabo calls the intermale dominance hierarchy (Sabo and
London 4-9) .
The ideology of American masculinity thus, naturalizes social, political and economic
inequalities among men and women and promotes the desire for supremacy (whether of
gender, sexual orientation or race). On the other hand, however, it also demands
behaviors that are destructive to ones' self or others, such as militarized violence or
violence against subordinated individuals or groups, which tend to throw the ideology
itself into question. The defining of masculinity through violence that is directed to
weaker individual or groups is certainly evident in Native Son. The fact that Bigger kills
a rat and dangles it menacingly before his terrified sister, characterizes this point. In
addition, Mary Dalton's murder not only epitomizes Bigger's love for violence but it also
illustrates his misogynistic attitude.
The current dominant ideals of American manhood and the character of many
important American institutions emerged in the late nineteenth century. During the late
nineteenth and throughout the twentieth century, however, traditional notions of cultural
authority have been increasingly called into question. According to Brook Thomas,
"The nineteenth century was characterized by crisis in Western ideology brought on by
the history of imperialism" (Thomas 81 ). He says:
As early as the late eighteenth century, Europeans
had been forced to alter their view of a universal
history centered on Europe. Paradoxically, this
alteration resulted from the very imperialistic, overseas
expansion that drew its ideological justification from the
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belief that reason, progress and enlightenment emanated
from the West. Brought into contact with such various
cultures, Europeans found it impossible to retain belief
in one universal culture (Thomas 82-83).

In discovering the "otherness" of a variety of cultures, African-Americans are forced
to confront the fact that they are, as Craig Owens asserts, "an other among others." In
Native Son, Bigger says of his otherness:
Goddammit, look! We live here and they live there.
We black and they white. They got things and we ain't
They do things and we can't. It's just like living in jail.
Half the time I feel like I'm on the outside of the world
Peeping in through a knot-hole in the fence . .. (Owens 57-58).
In the multiethnic society of America, however, this realization has come as a result of

both gender and racial struggles over recognition of the differences within American
culture, as well as the differences from those without. The ensuing questioning of
traditional Western values has had a profound effect upon Western culture, itself.
According to Malcolm Bradbury and James Mc Farlane, the turn of the twentieth century,
was one of those
overwhelming dislocations, those cataclysmic upheavals of
culture, those fundamental convulsions of the creative human
spirit t hat seem to topple even the most solid and substantial
of our beliefs and assumptions, leave great areas of the past in
ruins ... , question an entire civilization or culture and stimulate
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frenzied rebuilding (Bradbury 19-20).
Eva Kosofsky Sedgwick similarly argues that "the decades around the tum of the
century .. .constitute a period in which the power relations between the genders and the
relations of nationalism and imperialism ... were in visible crisis" (Segwick 18). These
dislocations and upheavals have escalated as the century has continued. Jean-Francois
Lyotard, the postindustrial, postmodern age is characterized by "an incredulity towards
narratives":

In contemporary society and culture-postindustrial,
post-modem culture- ... the grand narrative has lost
its credibility, regardless of what mode of unification
it uses, regardless of whether it is a speculative narrative
or narrative of emancipation (Lyotard 13-15).
Lyotard is particularly interested in analysis of gender ideology as it relates to narratives.
Indeed, the postmodern period has seen a crisis in the authority of heterosexual,
homosocial norms which traditionally privileged straight, Caucasian men over women,
gays and other marginalized groups. Americans now live in an age in which feminism,
multiculturalism, gay affirmation and the celebration of otherness and marginality loudly
contest the ideology of Caucasian male supremacy. Robyn Wiegman notes, for example,
that the task feminism has pursued in recent years has been "to remove the generic
fallacy, to unveil masculinity as a particularized ontology'' (Wiegman 1-7). In such a
context, the seeming naturalness and cultural authority of heterosexual, homosocial,
patriarchal ideology have been radically undermined. Men who subscribe to this
ideology have therefore been obliged to exert a great deal of effort to reassert its power.
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Elaine Scarry argues that violence is often used "at particular moments when
there is within a society a crisis of belief' to substantiate a philosophy or cultural
construct that "has ceased to elicit a population's belief either because it is manifestly
fictitious or because it has for some reason been divested of ordinary forms of ordinary
forms of substantiation" (Scarrty 18-20). One of the central ideological assumptions of
patriarchal culture, of course, has always been the right of men to dominate women
politically, economically and sexually. Arthur Brittan calls the ideology which justifies
and naturalizes male power "masculinism," an ideology which:
takes it for granted that there is a
fundamental difference between men
and women, ... assumes that heterosexuality
is normal. .. accepts without question the sexual
division oflabour, and ... sanctions the political
and dominant role of men in the public and
private spheres (Brittan 54-56).
According to Brittan, masculinism has been particularly resistant to change despite
historical shifts in masculine styles of self-presentation and changes in the specific ways
in which men exercise power over women and each other. This particular ideology has
been subject to increasing criticism in a century characterized by skepticism about
traditional or universal values in general. The historic struggles of women and other
disenfranchised groups during the last one hundred years have contributed to an everdeeper crisis in the ideology of masculinism. Men who subscribe to masculinist ideology
have responded in various ways to the political and personal demands of women and
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other underprivileged groups. In Native Son, the prosecuting attorney, Mr. Buckley,
proves to be the epitome of Caucasian male supremacy in America. He makes a
conscious effort to brutalize and criticize the African-American by emphasizing his (the
African-American's) bestial qualities. Notice how Mr. Buckley is eager to convict Bigger
of murder and rape which further emphasizes his supposed bestial qualities. Mr. Buckley
not only attacks Bigger but all African-Americans who live in the Chicago ghetto. Susan
Faludi argues, for example, that many Caucasian American men have historically reacted
to women's advancement with furious political campaigns which condemn women's
independence and demonize feminist progressives (Faludi 60-62). Fauldi also
comments on the "sharp increase in rape . .. or the rise in pornography that depicts
extreme violence against women in times of feminist activity and progress.
In order to explicate these representations of violent defensive forms of

masculinity in twentieth century literature, one must become acquainted with various
gender theories. These representations are relative to theories of gender that justify the
social construction of masculinity as a defensive opposition to femininity. Such
discussion of gender in literature requires an explanation of the relationship between
social and literary constructions of gender. Literature is a complex practice that aids in
the social organization and reproduction of gender arrangements. Michael Focault argues
that the structuring of sexuality takes place through the deployment of a range of
techniques, practices and relations that constitute "a complex political technology"
(Focault 80-84). Theresa de Lauretis discusses the implications of the role of such
techniques in the construction of gender. She argues that "technologies, such as the
cinema and institutionalized discourse, epistemologies and critical practices have a

51
definite impact on America's gender ideologies. Like cinema, literature also promotes
and sometimes interferes with gender ideology and therefore constitutes such a "social
technology" (de Lauretis 61-63). To use de Lauretis's term, one might perceive literature
as a "technology of gender." "The representation of gender," she says, "is its
construction - and in the simplest sense, can be said that all Western Art and high culture
is the engraving of the history of that construction." Literature is thus, socially
productive, actively contributing to the organization of gendered subjectivities in our
culture. As Catherine Belsey asserts:
Literature as one of the most persuasive uses of
language, may have an important influence on the
ways in which people grasp themselves and their
relation to the real relations in which they live.
The interpellation of the reader in the literary text
Could be argued to have a role in reinforcing
Concepts of the world and of subjectivity which
Ensure that people 'work by themselves' in the
social formation (Belsey 45-64).
Belsey suggests in the aforementioned passage that literature often plays a
significant role in naturalizing the processes through which gender is erected and
supported, promoting individual desires complicit with gendered structures of power and
the technique of power that sustain them. But she also acknowledges that the reader's
acceptance of "concepts of the world and of subjectivity'' which ensures that she or he
will comply with the requirements of the social formation is impacted by a variety of
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influences. Indeed, the textual analysis of the reader cannot be taken for granted. The
construction of subjects who "grasp themselves and their relation to the real relations in
which they live" in ways consistent with the dominant social development requires
constant reinforcement. As de Lauretis disputes, subjects are "constituted in gender, to
be certain, but not by sexual differences alone, but rather across language and cultural
representations .. .in the experiencing ofrace and class, as well as of sexual relations" (de
Lauretis 26). Such subjects are therefore "not united but rather multiple and not so much
as divided as contradicted." In essence, topics that are prevalent throughout many
literary works are as diverse as the authors who publish them. These issues are truly
reflexive of the human condition which means that they address, but are not limited to,
issues concerning race, sex, religion, language and culture.
Violent forms of masculinity, as represented in many selections of twentieth
century literature, manifest defensive responses to a variety ofreal or perceived
ideological and psychological traumas, particularly internal or external threats to male
authority. Zimmerman says that "defensive" violent masculinity is thus, presented not
only as random individual abusiveness but also as a compulsive and repetitive response
to prior traumas or crises (Zimmerman 77-79). Such violent forms of masculinity are
characterized by three features which appear throughout the canon of what we might call
"modem narratives of masculinity and violence." The frrst is the ritualistic, repetitive
scapegoating of vulnerable "others" as a means of substantiating an otherwise temporary
'masculine' status and reasserting threatened hierarchical power relations. Bigger's
friend, Gus is a definite example of the scapegoat motif. This is evident when Gus
allows Bigger to beat him up and embarrass him in front of his friends. But the danger
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associated with escalating violence, though crucial to the reinstatement of power,
ironically serves only to increase anxiety about emasculation. This particular anxiety is a
second feature of violent masculinity. Masculinist ideology, however, functions to
obscure these internal contradictions and ramifications which might challenge its
dominance. The literature therefore also presents a third feature of violent masculinity,
namely the mystification of male violence through euphemistic or technical discourses
which minimizes or denies the fact of another's (or one's own) injury.
Texts which present male characters who derive and sustain their masculinity
from a continual, violent repudiation of women, those figured as "feminine" or the
feminine within themselves, are thus sites at which, as Judith Newton and Deborah
Rosenfelt say, "The outlines and contradictions of ideology may be made visible"
(Newton 80-81). Such texts create the possibility of calling the ideology of violent, rigid
and 'autonomous' masculinity into question and bringing the complex co-implication of
gender difference and violence into the open, allowing the reader to closely examine the
models.
Male children were often faced with the physical or emotional absence of their
fathers or the fathers' presence as threatening, overly passionate, disciplinarians. Because
Bigger' s father is murdered by whites, a male image is absent from his life; thus he has
no one to teach how to be masculine. It is also implied that since he has no father,
according to Frederick Douglass, Bigger has no true identity which is the cause for his
chronic self-hatred and eventual demise (Douglass 15-17). Lacking other suitable male
role models, these male children were obliged to form gendered identities through
detachment from the mother, identification with a remote or threatening father and
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gender ideals available from other cultural sources. Freud says that the girl is unfortunate
and faces many developmental woes because her libidinal development must be
transferred from the clitoris to the vagina (i.e. change her erogenous zone) and change her
love-object from her mother to her father (Freud 99-119). The "more fortunate" boy, on
the other hand, retains his erogenous zone and his love object, though the fear of
castration requires him to postpone the fulfillment of his desire.
Nancy Chodorow, for example, argues that the male Oedipal process is
complicated in the bourgeois family structure typical of capitalist industrial societies by
relative absence (yet persistent authority) of fathers and the fact that women are the
primary caregivers (Chodorow 500-03). Whereas "a girl's gender and gender role
identification processes are continuous with her earliest identification .. . a boy's are not":
A boy must attempt to develop a masculine gender
identification and learn the masculine role in the
absence of a continuous and on-going personal
relationship to his father (and in the absence of
a continuously available masculine role model)
.... He tends to deny identification with and
relationship to his mother and reject what he
takes to be the feminine world; masculinity is
defined as much negatively as positively (507-08).
Chodorow's theory of gender development thus suggests that masculine role
identification is far more precarious and conflicted than Freud would have us believe.

In the absence of paternal nurturance, boys are obliged to deny their attachments to their
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mothers, to construct a negative identity by seeing themselves as "not-female", and to
attempt to piece together a sense of what it means to be male "through identification with
cultural image of masculinity and men chosen as masculine models." Enforced primary
dependence on women during the pre-oedipal period generates an "emphatic
individuation and a more defensive finning of experienced ego boundaries." Male
identity formation and maintenance is thus conflicting and problematic because
underlying, or built into, core male gender identity
is an early, nonverbal, unconscious, almost somatic
sense of primary oneness with mother, an underlying
sense of femaleness that continually, usually unnoticeably,
but sometimes insistently, challenges and undermines the
sense of maleness (Chodorow 510)
The enforced isolation of female parents and their children intensifies feelings of
attraction to the mother in her male children, but also intensifies feelings of fear of her
authority or of her potential for abandonment. This ambivalence towards the mother may
lead to fantasy images (reinforced by cultural archetypes and the society at large) of
women as either dreadful, devouring and engulfing figures, as attractive seductresses or
both- that is, as sirens and female fatales . Chodorow's theory is certainly applicable to
Native Son. Mrs. Thomas' character, for example, is the best representation of this

particular theory, because Bigger's self-hatred and tendency to self-destruct stem
from his problematic relationship with his mother (Chodorow 512). Because he has no
male image with which to identify, Bigger not only ascribes to society's idea of
masculinity but also detaches himself from his mother. Mrs. Thomas ' ill-fated comments
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not only fuel within Bigger distrust in his mother but for all women. In order to avoid
being perceived as the antitheses of "male", Bigger behaves violently against females and
other individuals who are perceived to be weak. Furthermore, Chodorow argues that in a
male-dominated society, "Men are able to institutionalize their unconscious defenses
against developmental conflicts that are represented from consciousness but strongly
experienced." Defensive unconscious responses to problematic gender arrangements in
the family are thus reproduced in the public, homosocial sphere which inherently
excludes women from positions of power and demonizes their attempts to achieve social
equality.
Benjamin argues that the hierarchical gender structure as prevalent in our culture
is far more responsible for male fantasies of domination and female feelings of lack than
classical psychoanalytic theory acknowledges (Benjamin 20-22). In Freudian theory, the
father is privileged as the source of desire and the route to subjectivity (Freud 103). Freud
argues, for instance, that girls find their 'proper' place as objects of the father's desire
when they admit to their lack of a penis. Furthermore, Freud contends that a boy's
identification depends on understanding the importance of the penis as an object of
signifying differentiation from the mother, thus providing for him a sense of autonomy
(Freud 114). But Benjamin criticizes psychoanalytic thought that associates the father
with oedipal maturity while simultaneously perpetuating fantasies of the devouring, preoedipal mother. As Benjamin points out, such a view elides the "double image" of the
father. The father, even for Freud, is both oedipal and pre-oedipal. The oedipal model of
the father obscures the existence of the "archaic, dangerous father" and reformulates the
split between the good and bad father "as the opposition between a progressive, oedipal
father and a regressive archaic mother" (Freud 111 ).
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According to Benjamin, both boys and girls attempt to identify with the father and
to separate from the mother. This wish for separation falls along gender lines only
because mothers are represented as non-subjects in our culture in general and within the
patriarchal bourgeois family in particular. In such a situation, the entry of the father
enables the boy to identify with the father as the subject of desire in whom the boy can
recognize himself. The boy can enjoy the fantasy that he is no longer helpless in the
power of the mother but can identify with a subject position equal to hers or, if the
mother is perceived as a non-subject, superior to hers. Benjamin believes that small
children identify with both parents and struggle to keep them equally available as objects
of attachment and recognition (Benjamin 50). In our culture, however, indemnificatory
love of the father may be frustrated because fathers are often authoritarian, punitive, or
emotionally or physically unavailable and therefore do not provide recognition to their
children. If the child does not receive this recognition, "the father becomes a distant
unattainable ideal." An identification with paternal authority at the expense of paternal
nurturance, combined with the devaluation of women " leads to a hardening of the
opposition between male and female individuality as they are now constructed."
The aggressive individuation typical of boys in this culture has a great many
implications for their future constructions of gender. Once a boy establishes a sense of
irreconcilable difference based on a rejection of the mother and an identification with the
father, the mother becomes a threat:
... the dreaded image of the mother arises as a
male response to the need to separate from the
primary identification with her. The threat which
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the original sense of bodily continuity poses to
male identity remains as the unassailable ex planation for male fear and dread of woman
(Benjamin 52).
Masculinity in such a structure stands for power over this threatening mother who is
contained through the cultural representation of mothers as the property of their husbands
or demonized through available cultural fantasies (in the mass media, children's
literature, common knowledge, etc.). Instead of developing a mature identification with
the mother (or any 'other'), the boy either identifies or misidentifies (rather than doing at
(rather than doing both at the same time). If he misidentifies, recognition "is ... reduced
to a one-dimensional identification with likeness; and as distinct from early childhood,
where any likeness will do, this likeness is sexually defined" (Benjamin 75). Concrete
identifications with parents give way to symbolically organized gender identifies. Like
Chodorow, Benjamin argues that the defensive stance towards the mother becomes
institutionalized in a " a coherent symbolic system of gender which locks into
place the sense of the mother's dangerous but alluring power and the need for paternal
defense against it." Clearly, Chodorow's and Benjamin's theories of a hyper
individuated male self offer explanations for the potential for violence in male identity
construction. When the subjugation and domination of the mother is the founding
instance of male identity, it is almost inevitable that such a supremacist version of
masculinity will result in future abuse of others (whether male or female) who are
perceived as objects. As Chodorow states:
Such domination begins with the mother as the
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object, extends to women, and is then generalized
to include the experience of all others as objects
rather than subjects. Thus, the 'fetishism of commodities',
the excessive rationalism of technological thought, the rigid
self-other distinctions of capitalism or of bureaucratic mass
societies all have genetic and psychological roots in the
structure of parenting and of male development . . ."
(Chodorow 50-51).
Benjamin's theory also explains why the violated victim of male violence is frequently
perceived by the perpetrator as "female" (Benjamin 76). The struggle for domination
replicates the struggle to construct gender hierarchies in the family and in the culture at
large. In asserting his masculine mastery over the subjugated other, the man or boy who
subscribes to masculinist values reproduces the enforced subjugation of the feminine
which has its prototype in the status of the mother in the patriarchal family. To be
subjugated in this view is to be "feminine"; to strive to be a "man," as Hemingway,
Wright, and Hasford's representations of violently misogynist men testify, is to strive to
be a mother. Kaja Silverman offers a Lacanian feminist perspective on the social
construction of male subjectivity and the subsequent adoption of potentially destructive
male defensiveness. Silverman argues that "conventional masculinity can best be
understood as the denial of castration. And hence as a refusal to acknowledge the
defining limits of subjectivity" (Silverman 45). Silverman's thesis derives from a
combination of the Lacanian critique of subjectivity and Althusser's critique of ideology.
Lacan develops the social constructionist potential of Freud's theory by suggesting that
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the gendered subject comes into being through its entry into language: "Language and its
structure exist prior to the moment at which each individual at a certain point in his
mental development makes his entry into it" (Lacan 101-36). In this sense the speaking
subject is subject to the exigencies of linguistic structures which impose themselves
"from the place where it (the subject) was before the subject come into the world".
Lacan's situation of the subject as an "effect" of discourse thus undermines the notion of
"masculinity" as an inborn characteristic. Silverman argues that the accession to language
simultaneously involves symbolic castration (which she defines as the forfeiture of the
possibility of wholeness) and the fantasy or illusion of wholeness. She uses the notion of
"the selfs radical ex-centricity to itself' implicit in this formulation to question the
presumed integrity of the subject:
every subject must experience (unavoidable castration)
upon entering the order of language or signification, its
inauguration into a regime of lack. This castration or
lack entails both the loss of being, and the subject's
subordination to a discursive order which pre-exists,
exceeds, and substantially "speaks" it (Silverman 40-43).
From the point of view of the study of masculinity, this motion suggests that autonomous
male identity, which operates as a cultural norm, is really an imaginary construct
threatened by its own inability to secure a substantial sense of phallic sufficiency.
Silverman argues that the reproduction of dominant gender arrangements depends on
subjects' conformity to a symbolic order of social codes, rituals and restrictions. This
process of conformity requires the repression to simply of pleasures and desires, but
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arise of a fundamental split in the ego, a split which mocks compliance to the rules of
masculinity (Silverman 76). Many subjects thus find themselves striving for the status of
the 'phallus' in patriarchal cultures, in fear of the castration implicit in the very
constitution of subjectivity.
According to Silverman, hegemonic definitions of masculinity depend upon the
equation of the penis with the phallus. This equation, which requires "the male subject to
see himself, and the female subject to recognize and desire him, only through the
mediation of images of an unimpaired masculinity" is a foundational misrecognition
in our culture. We are all called upon to deny knowledge of male castration "by
believing in the commensurability of penis and phallus ... " (Silverman 80). Silverman
argues that a great deal of ideological effort goes in to maintaining this fiction both
within the patriarchal family structure and in social institutions in general. On the other
hand, Silverman also points out that:
The male subject's identification with power and privilege is
threatened from many directions. It is under siege, first of
all, from the Law of Language (i.e. Inevitable castration), to which
no fully constituted subject is immune .... Oppression experienced
in relation to class, race, ethnicity, age, and other ideologically
determined "handicaps" may also pose major obstacles in the
way of phallic identification, or may expose masculinity as
a masquerade. Finally, history may manifest itself in so
traumatic and inassimilable a guise that it temporarily
dislocates penis from phallus ... (80).
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The symbolic is thus not a unified realm into which men can hope to insert themselves
unproblematic ally. As Catherine Belsey puts it, "the displacement of subjectivity across
a range of discourses implies a range of positions from which the subject grasps itself and
its relations with the real, and the positions may be incompatible or contradictory''
(Belsey 50). African American men, for example, may claim to participate in the same
liberal-humanist discourse of individual freedom, self determination and rationality as
Caucasian men yet find themselves positioned by supremacist stereotypes as violent,
overly passionate, or intellectually inferior.
Silverman's critique of masculinity, in contrast to Lacan, is sensitive to the costs of
conventional gender arrangements to women. The masculine disavowal of castration she
exposes do not simply consist of denial. Silverman goes on to argue that defensive
masculinity disavows castration by projecting it onto the other (67). Indeed, Silverman
points out that for Freud disavowal is a "typically male defense" which comes into play
upon the boy's discovery of his anatomical difference from the girl. Silverman argues,
however, that" the castration which is synonymous with sexual difference is not endemic
to the female body, but is emblazoned across it by the male subject through projection.
the other who is lacking, who is inferior. As Silverman puts it, "female subjectivity is the
site at which the male subject deposits his lack."
Though Silverman does not specifically investigate connections between the
projection of castration onto the woman (or feminized other) and male violence, it can be
argued that this projection of castration is a potentially violent defense. Effectively, such
projection involves psychic scapegoating in which the other is figured as both the victim
of a hierachizing tendency and the fearful phantasmatic purveyor of the threat of
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castration. Violent domination of the other (in a temporary and illusory way) ensures
continued subjection of the other to the status of the "woman." The supposedly
threatened male subject thus displaces anxieties over threats to his identification with
power and privilege by victimizing someone vulnerable. In this sense, the violent male
subject depends upon ritualistic and repetitive assertions of sufficiency to ward off what
Silverman sees as the inevitable lack at the core of male subjectivity.
In Native Son, Bigger Thomas is both the victim and the "other" of a society that
ostracizes him as well as the violent predator who violates and intimidates those who are
weaker than he is. His extreme hatred for women and frailty enable him to keep his penis
or castration anxiety in place. It is stated throughout the text that Bigger kills Mary as a
result of his fear (Wright 60-65). This fear is synonymous to the fear of castration and
being perceived by others as being weak or feminine. The beheading of Mary Dalton and
Bessie's murder are perhaps, the truest examples of castration anxiety in males. Bigger
even states that he killed Bessie because he knew that she would talk and he did not want
his safety to become endangered. Again, this is a clear and definite example of how one
may well respond when he is about to be castrated and emasculated.
In summation, it is important to examine differing psychological theories so that
one can better understand the psychological fragmentation and duality of the AfricanAmerican. These psychological theories also enables literary scholars and critics to
glean a deeper meaning through the implementation of intertextuality thus, providing the
audience with a deeper appreciation for literature. One can then appreciate this and other
literary works because they are realistic and possess verisimilitude.

CHAPTERS
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Richard Wright is treated in this study, not only as an author who provides social
commentary through his novels, short stories and plays and as an American who brilliantly
illustrates verisimilitude through his characters, plots and thematic representations. Wright's
primary for writing is to create literary masterpieces that truthfully represent the concerns
and lifestyle of African-Americans. Through novels such as Native Son and The Outsider,
Wright offers his audience a glimpse of his life while simultaneously discussing the
relationship between racism and the African-American's psychological fragmentation.
According to Webster's Encyclopedia of Literature, naturalism is defined as a
"theory that art or literature should conform exactly to nature or depict every appearance
of the subject that comes to the artist's attention" (800). Specifically, naturalism is a
literary theory that emphasizes the role of heredity and environment upon human life and
character development. This theory was the basis of a late 19th and early 20 th century
aesthetic movement that, in literature, extended the tradition of realism, aiming at an even
more faithful, unselective representation of reality, presented without moral judgment.
Naturalism originated in France, where the leading exponent of the movement was Emile
Zola, whose essay "Le Roman experimental" became the literary manifesto of the school.
With Zola's example the naturalistic style became widespread and affected to varying
degrees most of the major writers of the period. According to Margaret Walker's
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Demonic Genius, the works of other European naturalists such as Gustave Flaubert, Guy
de Maupessant, Anatole France, Andre Malraux, Louis Aragon and Romain Rolland
greatly influenced Wright.

Native Son is the embodiment of American literary naturalism. Wright addresses
such Naturalist concerns as political and socio-economic inequality in American society.
In keeping with the Naturalist tradition, Native Son is melodramatic and filled with

verisimilitude. Because Bigger Thomas is a destitute "outsider" who has a selfdestructive nature, he is not only the symbol of double-consciousness but, he also
represents American literary naturalism. Bigger Thomas, like Dreiser's character, Sister
Carrie, experiences a series of melodramatic events that foreshadow and cause his
demise. When Bigger viciously kills a rat and then taunts his sister with it, the incident
not only foreshadows the forthcoming murders of Bessie Mears and Mary Dalton but it
also foreshadows his own demise. Because Bigger Thomas, like Sister Carrie and Jennie
Gerhardt, exists in a melodramatic world, they never truly become successful and
complete.
When first published in 1940, Native Son was an immediate success. It was a
Book-of-the-Month Club selection, 215,000 copies were sold in three weeks. "Wright
was immediately skyrocketed into the literary limelight," Margaret Walker says (149).
Since its publication, Native Son has disturbed the complacency of Americans, both
African-Americans and Caucasian Americans. In other words, some critics disapproved
and condemned Native Son. Margaret Walker's Demonic Genius, states that many
"critics disapproved of Wright's style and poor sentence structure (149). R.P. Blackmur,
a critic, said, "Mr. Wright is intently concerned with everything but the writing" (Walker
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149). Wright's relatives in Mississippi told him not to come home or he would be
lynched. Bigger Thomas' raw rage cannot be ignored; the reader responds either
negatively or positively to the literary work. Wright kept the promise he made when he
discovered that "even bankers daughters could read and weep over and feel good about

Uncle Tom's Children." He vowed that his next book would not be one that "no one
would weep over." In fact, "it would be so hard and deep that they would have to face it
without the consolation of tears." In this, Wright succeeded.
In his "Blueprint for Negro Writing," Richard Wright says that in the past" Negro

writing has been confined to humble novels, poems, and plays, prim and decorous
ambassadors who went-a-begging to white America" (85). In essence, the AfricanAmerican writer apologizes to Caucasian America for being African descendants and
in doing so, also denounces the struggle of the African-American people. Because earlier
African-American writings did not address the African-American himself, his needs, his
sufferings or his aspirations, Caucasian America has never offered any serious
criticism to African-American writers. Wright asserts that the African-American writer
who seeks to function within his race as a purposeful agent has a serious responsibility.
He says, "In order to do justice to his subject matter, in order to depict African-American
life in all of its manifold and intricate relationships, a deep, informed, and complex
consciousness is necessary; a consciousness which draws for its strength upon the fluid
lore of a great people, and moulds this lore with the concepts that move and direct the
forces of history today'' (Wright 86). In essence, the African-American writer must have
a thorough understanding and awareness of his past and be able to relate it to his current
situation and behavior, in order to write anything that is of critical value and importance.
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Readers can improve their understanding of the African-American quest for
identity as depicted in Wright's Native Son, through examination of Du Bois'
enlightening and insightful concept of double-consciousness. Through careful and
thorough textual evaluation, the conductor of this study has explored the reality of the
African-American's psychological fragmentation through defining the term, double-

consciousness, examining the origins of slavery and its impact on the African-American's
psyche, as well as the examination and application of various literary and psychological
theories to the primary text, Native Son. A representative body of reliable materials have
been collected and arranged in order to serve as an analytical base for Native Son.

Native Son has undoubtedly proven to be an asset to not only the
African-American literary canon but to the entire American canon. Through this
literary work and others like it, America can learn from its errors and thus, impede the
destructive growth of racism and sexism from destroying another generation of
Americans. One who studies and analyzes literary works like Native Son and Du
Bois's The Souls ofBlack Folk can also trace the theme of duality of African-Americans
and other minorities in various literary works such as in Ernest J. Gaines' A Lesson

Before Dying, and Amy Tan's The Kitchen God's Wife. It will be helpful for a student to
examine the historical patterns of oppression in each of the minority groups' culture
which will provide members of these groups with a better sense of self and thus hinder
the repetition of the same practices.
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